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Abstract
This project will examine the change in representations of blackness and black
character in commercially successful hip hop music through music videos directed by
Hype Williams from 1995 to 2005. This research will use a womanist approach to
address the significant historical influence of storytelling in the black narrative and how
the emerging concepts of hypermasculinity and the degradation of the black body have
seemingly become the new normal. These concepts largely contribute to the negative
stereotypical perceptions of black identity that keeps black bodies marginalized because
there is little diversity in the public representations of blackness while there exists an
abundance of black representation.

Key words: Hip-Hop/ Representation/ Blackness/ Commercialization/ Cultural
Commodification/ Masculinity/ Identity/ Narrative/ Stereotype/ Power/ Perceptions.

Introduction
Hip-hop music stems from a culture created by friction between two distinct
groups of people. It has transformed and taken on different shapes and sizes depending
on the person’s specific interaction with it. After reading “Troubling the Trop of a Rapper
as a Modern Griot: Locating Hip-Hop Authenticity in a Counterhegemonic Politics” by
Damon Sajrani I was forced to look at hip-hop as a history and rappers as the personal
storytellers. Especially for black Americans, I believe that although they are so far
removed from the great continent of Africa and all of the culture it has to offer, the
history of the oral tradition, the telling and retelling of stories, is still very much alive no
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matter the circumstance or geographic location. Sajrani argues that Africa is a trope –
without deep engagement with it’s living history- casts it as “the wellspring of an innate
black cultural aesthetic that reverberates across time and the diaspora, producing a single
essentialist cultural continuum that is unproblematically traced through the creative arts”
(157). The above means without direct connection to your original history, one would
naturally find a way to preserve and protect future histories through a creative art form.
The history of the oral tradition has therefore taken on a new form. People are still
sharing their stories but the way in which they are spoken has culturally evolved. The
connection to hip hop culture (for many black folks) may be a reflection of them trying to
find a connection to their previous history that has been seemingly lost.
These words are intended black folks as well as anyone who actively participates
in hip-hop culture because they act as the current producers and consumers of the culture.
Hip-hop culture’s current state may not necessarily be because of its current contributors
but they play a vital role in the motion and movement of the existing culture today. Now,
as culture has evolved, the way in which people respond to it and interact with it will
evolve as well. In today’s rapidly growing world commodification and culture often
intersect just like commodification often intersects with most things. Hip-hop music and
culture has therefore become something to make money off of. Now what happens to the
culture of something once it starts being produced with the specific intent to be sold?
Who is the audience that we’re trying to sell to? If this target audience exists do e alter
the authenticity of our work in order to appease/ appeal to them? If we change our work
and our stories for the sake of what another person is willing to pay for it then does it
really count as our story in the first place? And if these are not our authentic stories does
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the telling and retelling of these moments count as a sort of false history? Are we then
lying to ourselves and contributing to the preexisting negative hip-hop culture
stereotypes? It is important for us to be able to tell our history through our desired outlet
but it is also equally important to be able to tell our stories honestly and authentically
because we aren’t always awarded that privilege.
For example, there is the concept of language that comes out of the womanist
movement. Women use langue as a tool of self-definition in a patriarchal society. Some
theorist view that sexist language not only defines, demeans or depreciates women, but it
makes them invisible, passive or silent; sexist language can also inspire resistance. In the
Western Journal of Black Studies James G. Spady states that, “language is so linked to
identity that to deny recognition of their language was to deny recognition of their self
expression and their very being in the world” (127). Alice Walker sees womanism as a
theory that has given marginalized women a sense of self-identity within the patriarchal
system whereby their “othering,” emotional and irrational weakness and fragility are
replaced with reason, strength, discipline and independence by redefining socio-cultural
laws. Womanist theory aims to understand and analyze the nature of gender inequality
from the ‘other’s’ perspective. Most writers look to their cultural history, often developed
from a male point of view to re evaluate female situations. When women in the
movement review history their purpose is to emphasize that women’s lives, deeds, and
participation have been neglected or undervalued. Walker believes that there must be a
redressing of history, it is central to womanism.
Daniel G. Solorzano and Tara I. Yosso also draw on the concept of storytelling,
counter stories and counter narratives from critical race theory. They define a counter
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narrative as “a method of telling the stories of those people whose experiences are not
often told” including people of color, women, gay and the poor. Counter stories and
counter narratives stand in opposition to narratives of dominance called majoritarian
stories. Dominant narratives carry multiple layers of assumptions that serve as filters in
discussions of racism, sexism, classism and so on. Majoritarian stories privilege whites,
men, the middle and/or upper class and heterosexuals by naming these social locations as
normative points of reference while majoritarian stories draw on the understood
knowledge of the dominant group, they also distort and silence the experiences of the
dominated. Majoritarian stories speak from a standpoint of authority and universality in
which the experiences of one group (whites) are held to be normal and standard, and
universal, counter stories serve to undermine racist, sexist, homophobic and classist
narratives, Counter stories facilitate social, political and cultural cohesion as well as
survival and resistance among marginalized groups. Therefore, they need not be created
only as a direct response to majoritarian stories. Majoritarian stories are the public image
to be sold and reproduced. They are not often questioned because people do not see them
as stories but as “standard” parts of everyday life.
Hype Williams illustrates these majoritarian stories in some of his videos such as
“Big Poppa”, “Big Pimpin”, “Doin It”, and “Gold Digger”. The public image to be sold
and reproduced is a certain lifestyle. The men are not only supposed to be rich but they
must show it. In the first few scenes of “Big Pimpin” Jay-Z is shown with a cigar in his
mouth, he has a few chains on, a diamond watch and a pinky ring, he is also on a yacht.
All of the other men in this video flaunt their money as well. These public images could
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be shown to illustrate that men can have what they want as long as they have money to
pay for it, including access to women’s bodies according to the videos.
Majoritarian stories like these also often paint black women as objects. In “Big
Pimpin” their body and shape represent all of the women shown. Most of the women are
in two-piece bathing suits and only really interact with the men if they are hanging onto
them like accessories or are trying to appeal to them. There is also a specific instance
when Dame Dash pours two bottles of expensive champagne all over a woman’s body.
This speaks volumes on two different levels: he is expressing that this woman’s body is
solely for the purpose of his desire and that is because he has the money to attract her. He
also expresses his insignificant feelings for the women around him by essentially wasting
an expensive product on them; this act of wasting illustrates both the insignificance of
women and cost. But what is it about money that can instantly build up our ideas of
confidence and self worth? How is it significant that these visuals are showing us that all
black men need is money in order to attract black women and that black women are
specifically attracted to other people’s wealth and success and will use their bodies to
gain access to them.
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Now that we recognize the importance storytelling plays in the realm of identity
and self-definition we can see that it is equally important that the creators of a culture be
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the ones solely in charge of their own stories and the way that they are communicated.
When the economic factor is joined with the cultural one, it makes way for manipulation
inside and out; for the cultural producers to be manipulated and for the cultural
consumers as well but not necessarily for the people who largely profit off it. When
culture becomes commodified, the original culture becomes tainted and people start to
live with a false idea of what hip-hop culture is and what it means. People on the outside
(as well as the people that belong to the culture) also therefore start to live and think with
a false idea of who the people are that belong to this particular culture based off of what
they see. The one’s that (seemingly) belong to the culture begin to develop their own
ideas of themselves based on what they are shown and how they are being portrayed on a
massive public scale.
When discussing the commodification and commericialization of a given culture
it is necessary to discuss culture in relation to economics. Economic sociology is the
study of the social cause and effect of different economic phenomena. This field gets
divided into classical and contemporary periods. Economics played a role in classic
sociological inquiry as sociology arose as a reaction to capitalist modernity. Economic
sociology is said to begin with works of Emile Durkheim, Max Webber and Georg
Simmel. Max Webber wrote Economy and Society, which pointed out the importance of
ideas rather than denying the effect of material structures. Webber saw ideas as
autonomous forces capable of profoundly affecting the economic world. What we think
and feel acts as a model for how we communicate economically in the working world. In
other words our bias and prejudices can be a major shaping force in how we choose to
invest our capital. Emile Durkheim argued that the social disorders produced by striking
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social changes could be reduced through social reform. Durkheim argued “sociology was
the study of structures that are external to, and coercive over, the individual” and that
societies were held together by a strongly held collective morality called the collective
conscience and because modern societies can be so complex, the collective conscience
had become weaker. Georg Simmel was best know for his work on smaller scale issues
like forms of interaction (conflict) and types of interacts (the stranger). Simmel saw that
one of the major tasks of society was understanding how people interact. His most
famous long work was, “The Philosophy of Money” which was concerned the emergence
of a money economy in the modern world. Simmel believed that large-scale social
structures can become separate from individual and come to dominate them. Durkheim’s
idea of the collective conscious forces me to think about the people of America and our
collective conscious as well as other morality codes we live by as a whole. Thinking
further, it is important to be specific about who gets seen as American and what it means
to be an American. Being an American is also largely supposed to symbolize freedom but
not everyone in America can experience/ express one’s freedom in the same way.
Similarly, being an American is also supposed to imply some sort of equality but not
everyone shares equal chances and opportunities. So, if societies are supposed to be held
together by a collective morality/ conscious but people have varying definitions of
morality, would America as a society be considered to be held together, or are certain
groups within the whole not only being held together but raising above other groups
within the whole? Further, to connect it back to Webber, if these particular groups share
the same or similar feelings, bias and prejudices, wouldn’t that also be a major shaping
force in how and where they choose to circulate their capital? If the capital accumulated

	
  

8	
  

	
  
turns into general wealth within one community, that existing wealth can quickly
translate to power. Autonomy in this case becomes a privilege because one can choose
whether to invest their money in or outside their community, circulating it in their own or
helping benefit someone else’s and that is what power ultimately is, the option to choose.
Another notable scholar is Karl Marx who focused on real material entities like
wealth and the state. Marx argued that modern day societies problems could be traced to
actual sources like the structures of capitalism. He speaks of a notion called dialectic
materialism, which are material processes, relationships, conflicts and contradictions that
are responsible for social problems and social change. Materialism is what led to the
labor theory of value, which basically argues that the capitalist profits were based on the
exploitation of the laborer. In the Critique of Political Economy Marx defines a
commodity as any good or service (products or activities) produced by human labor and
offered as a product for general sale on the market. In Marx’s theory, a commodity is
something that is bought and sold or exchanged in a market. It has value, which
represents a quantity of human labor. Because it has value, implies that people try to
economize its use.
If we connect this idea of autonomy and the circulation of money to hip-hop
music and culture we will be led to ask question about perception. For example we have
these major corporations that generally own and possess a significant amount of authority
over how hip-hop culture is perceived because they act as a filter, it goes through them. If
these extreme dominant narratives that emerge out of hip-hop culture today (such as the
black female body as a sexual object and the black male body as a dominant figure that
uses the black female body) are produced by these corporations, wouldn’t that act as a
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reflection of how they perceive black bodies and how they find them worthy? In the
Notorious B.I.G.’s “Big Poppa” video Hype Williams best illustrates the dominant
narratives that reflect the true feelings these mass corporations have about the people they
employ. The video starts out in a club where Biggie has his whole crew in the V.I.P.
section decked out in their expensive outfits and jewelry surrounded by bottles of equally
expensive champagne. Biggie specifically mentions that you can find him in the back of
the club sipping Moet; this implies that he has a certain amount of wealth so he can be
section off from the general public.
The whole fact of being called “Big Poppa” is dominant and places the man
(specifically the patriarch) in a position of power. This video also continually purposely
cuts the heads off of the women’s bodies in certain frames like when Sean Combs was in
the hot tub and he had about four or five women surrounding him. The bodies of the
women have to be shown but the faces aren’t necessarily shown because it is more
important to use them as objects in order to frame the man and less important to position
them as actual people. One of the most significant examples of how corporations reflect
their sometimes racist and sexist perceptions of blackness is in how they chose to show
what black women respond to. There is a scene in “Big Poppa” where a girl is on the
dance floor and a man tries to come up to her but she dismisses him. Later there is
another scene where Biggie approaches the same woman and she welcomes him, lets him
touch her waist and whisper in her ear. She accepts his advancement because she
recognizes him not only for who he is but for what he stands for, which is wealth. What is
this portrayal of black women teaching them about how they are perceived and how is
this particular narrative damaging to black female character?
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It is necessary to make the distinction between representations of blackness and
black representation. Today many popular representations of blackness emerge from
commodified and commercialized platforms. This fact can be particularly confusing for
black people because they often come across many problematic representations of
blackness they don’t necessarily align with. This leads many black people to feel like
they can no longer identify with their culture and further, have trouble situating
themselves in their blackness. The difference between black representation and
representations of blackness in this instance is that black representation exists
everywhere, however there are only certain representations of blackness that are
produced in order to be sold and those representations are what have a profound affect on
black perception on a large scale, in and outside of the community. This sense of a false
perception is damaging to the community as a collective because they are being profited
off of while also being exploited and misrepresented in the process.
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Moving on, in The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception Theodor
Adorno writes about how cultural forces shape music and proposed that popular culture is
akin to a factory producing standardized cultural goods (films, radio programs,
magazines) that are used to manipulate mass society into passivity. He argues that
consumption of popular culture, which is made available by the mass communications
media, renders people docile and content, not matter how difficult their economic
circumstances. The culture industry is dangerous because it cultivates false psychological
needs that can only be met and satisfied by the products of capitalism. Thus Adorno and
Horkheimer especially perceived mass-produced culture as dangerous to the more
technically and intellectually difficult high art. This essay is concerned with the
production of content in capitalist societies. Adorno and Horkheimer believe that
industrially produced culture robs people of their imagination and takes over their
thinking for them – people don’t necessarily have to like and be invested in these images
that are being mass produced but they see them everyday and that shapes their thinking of
the people or the kinds of people shown in those images. The aims of the culture industry
are economic in nature, all endeavors become focused on economic success. The deepest
most fundamental concern is the question of the social passivity (the passive subject) and
the problem of what the culture industry produces for the subject to consume (as an
extension of ideology and in the form of increasing hegemony.) Adorno also discusses
how we are being turned into musical products; how people listen to hits without really
listening to them at all, we already know what we’re going to hear before we hear it. He
says, “In the world of mass produced music, in the very experience itself, standardization
acts as a sort of regulation of sensual patterns.” His critique of mass culture and art ”was
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not directed against popular culture per se, but the specific kind of mass culture produced
under monopoly capitalism.” The problem addressed throughout Adorno’s work is that
“listeners are made and not born” – listening is a cultural practice and modernity –
capitalism ‘has served listening poorly by turning it into a thing – a product.’
Now, if we pair the previous ideas about the power and privilege of choice with
this current idea of capitalism turning listening into a product we can conclude that the
people making money off the product are a great force in the production of it. These
products are created with the intent to be sold so therefore a certain image must be
constructed in order to appeal to the masses, something that is passive, that is easily
digestible as a general whole. Once a certain standard is set of what people will listen to
or tolerate, it can act as a blueprint for the kind of products that will continue to be
circulated and sold.
I’d like to say that these toxic yet dominant narratives about black life and
livelihood have been taken out of the mouths of those who live and breathe the very
experience and have been manipulated and transformed into myths produced for cultural
capital which not only dilutes the history and general perception of a people, but also
reinforces negative stereotypes about these people in and outside of the community.
These toxic stereotypes are damaging outside this particular group but are even more so
damaging within it because it continues to reinforce issues of ignorance and self-hatred in
the realm of black identity. Issues like self hate and belonging are a constant and the
recycling and refurbishing of these toxic images are purposeful. So it becomes necessary
to acknowledge that there is always a presence of a white hand in the way blackness is
represented. What is significant about the ever present, over arching aspect of whiteness
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that must have a hand in every aspect of blackness, representations of blackness and
therefore perceptions of blackness?
Carol Berkenkotter and Thomas Huckin are two other notable scholars to mention
because they write about narratives inside of the realm of genre. They wrote Rethinking
Genre from a Sociocognitive Perspective which begins with the notion that genre is
knowledge foundation and argue that genre embody communities’ knowledge and ways
of acting. They think that because so much of genre is socially constructed, an
examination from this perspective is important to understand genre better. They state,
“Our thesis is that genres are inherently dynamic rhetorical structures that can be
manipulated according to the conditions of use and that genre knowledge is best
conceptualized as a form of situated cognition embedded in disciplinary activities” (78).
This means that genres are documents that change according to the person or event you
are writing and that the knowledge is learned through practice in a particular field. People
have to know how to tactically use their understanding of genre in order to make things
happen, meaning that genre knowledge becomes an available means of persuasion.
Berkenkotter and Huckin developed this theoretical framework consisting of five
concepts to better understand how genres are understood. The first concept, dynamism,
says that genres are dynamic rhetorical forms that develop from actor’s responses to
recurring situations, genres change over time in response to user’s sociocognitive needs.
Situatedness states that genres develop from and are apart of users participation in
communicative activities. The concept of form and content talks about how genre
knowledge –within a discourse community- embraces both form and content, including a
sense of what content is appropriate based on the particular purpose, situation and time. A
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discourse community is a group of people who share a common language. Now to further
illustrate, genre must be explained in terms of music. The hip-hop music genre emerged
out of the post-industrial era as a form of expression of Black and Latino youth who felt
like the public and political discourse had written them off. It changes over time as the
user’s needs change and as the users interact with it. As people interact with it or within
it, they start to develop a sense of the proper content, which meaning they know what
belongs and doesn’t. Because of their interaction with it, they both contribute to social
structures as well as reproduce them. Hip-hop as a genre of music would therefore act as
a sign of the norms of young black and Latino lives at the time.
When your sense of self comes out of a particular culture, it becomes more
difficult not to actively contribute to it even if certain aspects of it are damaging to the
participants. The commercialized hip-hop culture is modeled after the perceptions of
black culture so therefore simply participating and contributing to the innovative essence
of black culture creates new ways for corporations to try to sell a version of someone
back to themselves.
Black expressivity is largely shown through body movement. The body
(especially the black body) is not apolitical, body movement and performance enacts
stories of multidimensionality, it stores histories of trauma. Black folks have used
dancing as a form of release because sometimes people may not always be able to access
and discuss something verbally. The body in motion works through things because
sometimes there are things you can only move through and the body is the way that
things can manifest and process. On the other hand these videos represent the body in a
different way.
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In LL Cool J’s “Doin’ It” video black bodies are situated in a different sort of
way, as an object of desire. For LL Cool J, his body is used to promote a certain image,
one of superiority and coolness, he is supposed to stand out. He walks into a club with a
dope outfit on accented by diamond rings, gold earrings, a fitted hat, gold chains and sun
classes. He even walks in while he’s on a cell phone, which makes him appear to be a
busy man that has other important things to do. The women he interacts with are apart of
a peep show, appear on stripper poles and roll around on the floor for him al while
partially naked. The black male body is positioned for purposes of appeal to the women
in the video but also to the general audience. This image of the black man tells other
black men that, “this is what you want to look like, and this is what you must look like to
get women, attention and ultimately to get ahead” The black female body is positioned
for purposes of male desire. These women must sexually appeal to men to get men to
acknowledge their existence and ultimately to make them feel good. The black female
body and subsequent body movement has been used against black people to shame them.
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Hip-hop is a genre that stems from a culture. It is significant that a culture as
vibrant and colorful as hip-hop can be manipulated according to its holders. When a
culture becomes commodified the money is what starts to dictate what the culture
produces. This is important to highlight because this culture comes out of a lifestyle, if
this lifestyle starts to be negatively portrayed or misrepresented for the sake of gaining
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cultural capital then the people who created and actively contribute to the culture will be
misrepresented as well. One of the most significant principles of hip-hop is essential to
keep it real. Adam J Kruse writes that authenticity is, “the ultimate claim for the
successful hip hop artist and fakeness the ultimate diss” (1). There is a stress of
importance of being true to your self because people could often tell if one was trying to
act like something different. The necessity of authenticity of hip-hop comes from the
importance of the individual story because hip-hop is about the collectivity of the
individual narrative. People that created hip-hop culture come from and live the struggle.
The honest telling of those stories is essentially what illustrates authenticity in the hiphop community. They aren’t necessarily saying the same thing but are speaking the same
language. These people that participate in the culture come in many forms.
Kareem Muhammad creates a good frame to talk about the categories of hip hop
participants in Everyday People: Public Identities in Contemporary Hip Hop Culture.
Muhammad situates rap under an idea called the Rap Industrial Complex and breaks it
down by categories to give a more vivid description of how each category of participants
actively contributes to the given culture. The five major identities that have emerged from
this subculture are Professional Headz, Refugee Headz, Hip-Hop Fundamentalists, Black
Headz and Tech Headz. These identities are grouped by personal characteristics and
values most reaffirmed through the hip hop culture.
The Professional Headz or the Proheadz are a group that view the hip-hop nation
or culture as a whole as a space to find employment. This means that this group isn’t
necessarily tied to the part of hip-hop culture that is attached to a specific set of values
that aren’t limited to gaining profit. Not to say that the Proheadz still don’t have a
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connection to hip hop culture but the main reason for active participation is to make a
living off of it. This is particularly important to point out because although Proheadz
might produce sincere work that will contribute to the culture, they still may be forced to
conform in several ways in order for their work to sell. The next group is what is known
as Black Headz. These participants come to feel more secure in their blackness because
the Afrocentric nature of hip hop places black people at the center of the culture which is
typically a unusual position for black folks to be historically in America. Black Headz
largely contribute to the hip hop community by having a space where they can see their
culture being reaffirmed in a positive light. A significant aspect of having a space that is
predominantly black being essentially infiltrated and run by mostly white folk shows how
far people are willing to go in order to gain some sort of profit off of something.
Muhammad writes, “the manner in which black and other people of color have had to
navigate through in America has created a situation where whites have had to forgo their
familiar comfort zones in order to gain both subcultural capital and authenticity within
these spaces.” That sentence alone shows how powerful whiteness can be, they have the
option to remain comfortable inside of a safe space but would rather step outside of that
privilege to gain more. Gaining more doesn’t necessarily limit them to just a profit but
they are also gaining access to people, their stories and how they tell their stories so if
you can manipulate the people of the culture then you have a considerable amount of
control over the future of that culture and how it will be produced.
The next group of people that contribute to the Rap Industrial Complex are the hip
hop fundamentalists. These participants are the most critical of the way the culture has
evolved away from the core principles it once was associated with such as the collective,
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activism and political reform. The fundamentalists are hyper resistant to change within
the community and are extremely critical of those who have a claim on hip hop identity
but don’t necessarily have any lived experiences or awareness of it’s rich historical
tradition. The biggest difference between hip-hop fundamentalists is that they give
knowledge of hip-hop culture itself a higher priority. Hip-hop fundamentalists are
significant to consider because they aren’t as skeptical of cultural diversity within the
culture as long as you have respect and knowledge of the history and tradition of hip-hop
culture. They aren’t necessarily looking to keep people out that don’t identify with the
lived struggle; they just want hip-hop’s participants to be thoroughly informed. They
want a certain sense of sensitivity and validity when representing their culture kind of
like not excluding anyone but not just accepting anything. They express their general
contempt for those who they felt touched hip hop from a safe, sanitized distance like
playing the puppet master but not actually interacting in the scene, they feel you can only
gain this set of knowledge by being physically immersed in the culture and getting your
hands dirty. Muhammad writes that the biggest trouble for hip hop fundamentalists is that
increasingly there is no ‘there’ as commercial considerations have limited the public
space in which these identities can be reaffirmed. It is interesting to consider that the
people fundamentalists expressed contempt for are the same ones who are essentially
closing the spaces where fundamentalists find identity.
The Refugees or the Fugees are the people who don’t necessarily dominate the
culture, black women or other women of color that aren’t the face of hip hop culture as a
whole. This group of participants examines how women are treated within the
commodity chain. They see rap music as, “a black male dominated art form and as a
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white corporate controlled enterprise” and know that these corporations are fixated on
showing participants their value by how well they can sell an image they want. The
refugees want to deconstruct the thinking that the normalcy in the hip-hop community is
overtly black and masculine because that makes being a woman in hip hop particularly
challenging at times. The Fugees argue that hip-hop culture does not represent a save
space where women can speak freely, rendering rap a seemingly unsafe space for black
womanhood. It is also important to mention that the rap industrial complex has largely
expanded through the exploitation of female sexuality, which makes it difficult for
women to feel both safe and respected inside of the community. This leaves women often
feeling like they must constantly validate themselves within the community and like they
have to go out of their way more than black men to prove that they belong. This also
leaves some black women feeling like they must adopt a more masculine attitude in order
to be properly respected in the community. Some women resort to wearing more
masculine clothes, speaking in a more commanding voice and even degrading other
women the same way men do.
These acts lead me to wonder if it is not women that the hip-hop nation is
rejecting but rather femininity and subsequently welcoming hypermasculine attitudes.
These groups of people are essentially fighting two different battles: feeling like they
don’t belong within the hip-hop culture and feeling like they aren’t respected in the larger
sense of the Rap Industrial Complex. They are only being shown that their value lies in
their bodies and that becoming an object is the only route to being accepted by this
community. They hold one of the biggest critiques of the outside exploitation of the
culture for profit.
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The last group of participants are what is known as Tech Headz, these hip-hop
headz largely exist because of the commercialization of hip hop music for profit.
Muhammad writes, “the cost effectiveness of accessing hip hop culture via a computer
has become a necessity in recent years as they felt the economic belt tighten
considerably.” For Tech Headz the Internet is a healthy alternative to what they feel is a
filtered medium of the culture industry such as television and radio. There is some sort of
agency in this process by refusing to plainly accept the white washed imagery of the rap
industrial complex.
Now that we have paved a clear path to see black history’s relevance to the hophop culture we can now really open the conversation to discuss how cultural
commodification can be particularly damaging to the entirety of a community. Hip-hop
has largely transformed because it was about authenticity however, the authenticity has
now been tainted through the selling of records and promotion. Today hip-hop is viewed
on a more individual level meaning people are trying to sell and market themselves as
individuals participating in hip-hop culture without necessarily holding on to certain
values and traditions that unify the people as whole. This neglect of tradition and being
the only people to properly and affectively represent one’s own culture is the reason why
a kind of cultural commodification of identity was able to take place within the culture.
The fact that hip-hop now has commercial influence will affect how everyone who
interacts with it will either make or find meaning in it. An even bigger question to ask is
how do we take away meaning from certain gender role performances and stereotypes
produced through commercialization. What are they teaching viewers about how they are
situated in the mind of the producer? How do some of these negative images illustrate
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how these participants were previously viewed in the minds of the corporations? How
have rappers been fooled into thinking that they are still the producers of this culture
when they actually act as an object, a medium for the story to be told through?
The only way for commercialization to truly work within a culture is for products
to become attached to one’s cultural identity. If one is able to attach a good to their
essence or the root of one’s self then they will continue to engage with it to feel a sense
of oneness within themselves. John W. Schouten and James H. McAlexander write about
the subculture of consumption, which is a “distinctive subgroup of society that self
selects on the basis of a shared commitment to a particular product class, brand, or
consumption activity.” The hip-hop community could be blindly participating in a sub
culture of consumption just because there are a set of characteristic that come along with
being apart of the community of commercialized hip hop. It is important to distinguish
the difference between Afrocentric hip-hop and commercialized hip hop culture and
therefore become its biggest critics. Other people do participate in the culture of
commercialized hip hop but don’t necessarily care about how they are being represented
because they benefitting from it at a greater rate more than they are suffering from it.
Then there are the people in between, those that are struggling to even locate some sort of
identity and alignment within the commercialized culture and are uncomfortable with
how they are being represented and perceived and in turn treated by the outside world
because of it.
For example in Kanye West’s “Golddigger” he is supposed to evoke the essence
of black cool. It is his job to be the subject, the one you want to listen to and look at, that
is why Hype Williams specifically positions him in the center and has him on contrasting
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backgrounds. However, Kanye may not realize that this video may represent him in ways
that he may not have intended. Kanye is positioned to be appealing because naked
women give him attention but would he feel comfortable knowing that his success comes
from the fact that women are attracted to his wealth? On the other hand does he even care
about the way people are interpreting the way he is being presented if he is benefitting
from that very representation? The tricky nature of cultural commodification is that it can
force its producers to choose between being financially stable and authentically
represented. Kanye West is a multi-millionaire, which alters the way the public will
respond to him as opposed to any other everyday black person. He may not care about
how black people are being perceived or treated on a massive scale because he doesn’t
experience that treatment on an individual scale. He has made enough money and has
gained enough access to be able to avoid certain negative experiences and therefore has a
skewed perception of how it really feels to live in a black body. This video shows Kanye
being empowered by the women he interacts with while they are being degraded and
reduced to ‘golddiggers’ by trying to make him look cooler. This entire picture is a site of
constant struggle because women are experiencing degradation for wanting men for their
money while men are awarded for gaining access to women because of how much they
possess.
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Cultural producers can kind of take on the role of the corporations that are
exploiting them by being just as dismissive of negative ideas that are being produced and
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circulated because they are so removed that it doesn’t really have an affect on them. This
is dangerous because the people who have public platforms to use their voices aren’t;
while everyone else is left feeling like they have no one left to listen. This leaves the
black masses feeling like they don’t have any authority over the ins and outs of a culture
they have built. Black people must also deal with the everyday negotiations of who they
are and how they must act and react in relation to white perception.
The black masses are left to feel like they don’t have any authority over the ins
and outs of a culture they have built. They must also deal with the everyday negotiations
of who they are and how they must act and react in relation to white perception. Black
folks have developed a sense of double consciousness (within their own community)
where they have been made hyper-aware of themselves and how other people behave
toward them. As a result, black people are stuck within the margins of uncertainty, where
they are consistently compelled to question their identity because they constantly wonder
whom their culture actually belongs to and how it’s being represented. They are reduced
to this state of uncertainty because they can’t disassociate themselves from other people’s
(negative) pre-considered notions about who they are in relation to the perception of hiphop culture even if they wanted to. There is a silent but strong sense of power in being
able to visualize something outside of boxes and constraints. Power also lives in the
ability to stay mobile when the entire history of a people only knows constraints. There is
force in finding that room to bloom even while still trapped under the concrete. There is
something to be said about the will to continue on while other forces consistently shape
your existence to be more difficult for you.
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